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REMARKS ON THE PRIESTLY BLESSING 
ON TWO ANCIENT AMULETS FROM JERUSALEM1 

by 

ADA YARDENI 
Jerusalem 

In 1979, during an archaeological excavation in Ketef Hinnom 
in Jerusalem, directed by G. Barkay of the University of Tel-Aviv, 
two small rolled silver plaques were found, with other items, in a 
burial cave given the number 25. The plaques were unrolled by J. 
Shenhav in the laboratories of the Israel Museum in Jerusalem. 
The silver plaques were of different sizes, the larger one measured 
9.7 x 2.7 cm and the smaller one measured 3.9 x 1.1 cm. On them 
were faint scratchings of letters in the Hebrew script.2 

Among 51 letters that Barkay had identified on the large plaque 
he read the divine name YHWH in two different lines and the 
words smr and hrc. On the small plaque Barkay identified 48 letters 
and read in the second line the letters nyhw as the ending of a per- 
sonal theophoric name.3 

The silver plaques remained undeciphered. In the winter of 

1986, the Israel Museum was preparing an exhibition of the finds 
from this excavation, and the curator, Michal Dayagi-Mendels, 
had asked me, on the recommendation ofJ. Naveh, to draw them. 
The Museum first made available to me for this purpose enlarged 
photographs of the large plaque and allowed me to examine the pla- 
que using a microscope, without which it is difficult to see the very 
shallowly incised letters. 

1 I thank Professor M. Greenberg for his advice and guidance in writing this 
article. I alone am responsible for its contents. 

2 G. Barkay, "The Divine Name Found in Jerusalem", Biblical Archaeology 
Revue 9/2 (1983), pp. 14-19; idem, Ketef Hinnom. A Treasure FacingJerusalem's Walls 

(The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, Cat. No. 274, Summer 1986), pp. 29-31; idem, 
"The Priestly Benediction on the Ketef Hinnom Plaques", CATHEDRA 52 
(1989), pp. 37-76 (Hebrew). 

3 G. Barkay, "Excavations on the Slope of the Hinnom Valley, Jerusalem", 
Qadmoniot 68 (1984), p. 107. 
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On the plaque there were about 18 lines, in each line about 4-7 

letters, some of them so effaced that almost nothing of them could 
be seen. The beginning and the end of the lines seemed to be miss- 

ing. When I began working I found that the name YHWH 

appeared a third time in the last line that was preserved. The divine 
name appears three times in the priestly blessing (Num. vi 24-6).4 
As I had drawn the letters ybr, which could be part of the word 

ybrkk, and the letters smrk, which could be part of the word ysmrk, 
I tried to find other words from this text. Only one letter was pre- 
served before the third occurrence of the name YHWH in the last 
line. I examined the letter carefully and decided I could see there 
the letter resh. So I completed the word y'r and had the text: 

... ybr [k] 
k yhwh w 

[yflmrk 
[y']r yhwh 

At this point I realized that the first appearance of the tetragram 
on the plaque is not part of the priestly blessing. 

Naveh confirmed my reading of the first plaque, and after 

examining the second through the microscope he told me that it 
seems to bear a similar text. The letters appeared clearly under the 

microscope, being incised much deeper into the silver than on the 
first plaque. With the help of enlarged photographs and the 

microscope I made a drawing of the second plaque, which is also 
broken and contains now 15 lines of about 3-5 letters each. I was 
able to read the lettersybr on the 5th line, part of the name YHWH 
on the 6th line and the letters smrk on the 7th. Then I discovered 
the letters pnyw on the 9th line, the letters ykw on the 10th and mlk 
on the 1 1th line. Thus I could complete the text on the small plaque 
as follows: 

... ybr[k] 
[k y]hwh w 

[yfjmrk 
y'r yh 
[w]h pnyw 
['l]yk w[y] 
sm Ik s 

4 This fact was brought to my attention by Mr Eli Kellerman. 
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Below is the text of the plaques as compared to the Masoretic 
text: 

Plaque 1 
1. [].hw 
2. [ 
3.[ i 
4.. hbrit [w] 
5. [hlhsd l'h 
6. b smry [ 
7 . / 
8. h l rh ms/k 
9. bh. . /hmkl 

10. .wmhrldc 
11. ky bw g'l 
12. h kyyhwh 
13. [y]syniw[ ] 
14. .wrybr[k] 
15. k yhwh w 
16. [yjsmrk [y] 
17. ['r yhwh 
18. [pf7i[yw 
/lines missing] 

Plaque 2 MT 

?(smr hbryt 
whhsd l'hbyw 
wlsmry mswtyw) 

(Deut. vii 9)? 

1. [ /Itlzbtw w 
2. [ ]lnyhw 
3.[ ]I/d/r. yh[ ] 
4. [ ]w trd[ ] 
5.[ ]ybr[k] 
6. kyhwh w 
7. [y]smrk 
8. y'ryh 
9. [w]h pnyt 

10. ['l]yk w y] 
11. sm Ik s 
12. i[m 
13.[ i 
14.[ i 
15. m.[ ] 
16. dl[ I 
17. [[ ] 

ybrkk 
yhwh 
wysmrk 
y r yhwh 
pnyw 
'lyk wyhnk ys yhwh pnyw 'lyk 
wysm Ik 
slwm 

(Num. vi 24-6) 

The letters on the two plaques were scratched with a free hand into 
the silver. As the script is tiny, the strokes are made somewhat 

carelessly, sometimes longer or shorter than they should be in order 
to form the letters in a way that could be read easily. So, for exam- 

ple, the letter he in the 6th line of plaque no. 2, where the horizon- 
tals cut through the vertical line, or the letter resh in line 8, where 
the head of the letter is almost entirely on the right side of the ver- 
tical stroke. 

In general, the script on both plaques has much affinity with the 

script of the seals and bullae from the end of the first-temple period, 
and also with the script of the jar handles from Gibeon5 and with 
the script of the cave inscriptions from Khirbet Beit Lei.6 The script 

5 James B. Pritchard, Hebrew Inscriptions and Stamps from Gibeon (Philadelphia, 
1959); idem, "More Inscribed Handles from El-Jib", BASOR 160 (1960), pp. 2-6. 

6 F.M. Cross, "The Cave Inscriptions from Khirbet Beit Lei", in J.A. 
Sanders (ed.), Near Eastern Archaeology in the Twentieth Century, Essays in Honor of 
Nelson Glueck (New York, 1970). 
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on the plaques is a formal script with cursive elements. Two dif- 
ferent hands have incised the letters on the two plaques, and plaque 
no. 2 has a somewhat more cursive style, as is shown by, for exam- 

ple, the round basis of the bet and the round head of nun. The 

developed form of kaph reminds one of the form of this letter in the 
Mesad Hashaviyahu letter (ca 625 B.C.E.)7 and in the Arad and 
Lachish letters (early 6th century B.C.E.). Theyod on the small pla- 
que appears in two forms, one peculiar-the two upper strokes 

being very close to each other till they merge into one stroke on the 

right-and in the other form those strokes meet on their left ends, 
thus forming a triangle. The triangular form also appears already 
in the Mesad Hashaviyahu letter, which, being written with ink, 
may show cursive traits somewhat earlier than incised letters but 
not necessarily. The tendency to draw nearer the horizontal strokes 
of the he, and to narrow them towards a point, as appears on both 

plaques, as well as in Gibeon and Beit Lei, becomes a 
"characteristic trait of post-exilic palaeo-Hebrew script".8 Because 
of those features it seems that the script of the plaques could be 
dated to the very end of the first-temple period, meaning the early 
6th century B.C.E. 

The text on the plaques is the earliest text found so far with an 
almost identical parallel in the biblical text. Plaque no. 1 has only 
the first verse and the beginning of the second verse of the priestly 
blessing, and may have been originally identical with the Masoretic 
text (Num. vi 24-6), whereas in plaque no. 2 there is an omission 
of the end of the second verse and the beginning of the third verse 
of the Masoretic text. That may be a result of homoeoteleuton 
between the words 'lyk or a version shorter than the version of the 
Masoretic text. 

The roots of the priestly blessing are to be found in the practice 
of the priests blessing the people at the end of their service, as des- 
cribed in Lev. ix 22: "And Aaron lifted up his hand toward the 

people and blessed them and came down from offering of the sin 

offering and the burnt offering and peace offering". The words of 

7 F. M. Cross, "Epigraphic Notes on Hebrew Documents of the Eighth-Sixth 
Centuries B.C.: II. The MurabbaCat Papyrus and the Letter Found Near Yabneh- 
Yam", BASOR 165 (1962), p. 35. 

8 F. M. Cross, "Epigraphical Notes on Hebrew Documents of the Eighth-Sixth 
Centuries B.C.: III. The Inscribed Jar Handles from Gibeon", BASOR 168 
(1962), p. 21. 
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the blessing are not given in this context but it is not unlikely that 

already in early times the priestly blessing had been crystallized in 
its form of Num. vi 24-6 and was pronounced by the priests during 
the ceremony. 

The "shining face" of the God or his "lifting eyes upon" some- 
one in favour are known already from Mesopotamia and from 

Ugarit of the second millennium B.C.E.9 It has already been 
shown'° that two prominent words in the terminology of the priestly 
blessing-ybrk < k> wy'mrk-and also the name YHWH and 
YHW appear in the inscriptions from Kuntillet CAjrud dating to the 
end of the 9th century B.C.E.11 The inscriptions and finds from 
Kuntillet CAjrud give evidence of some sort of cultic practice which 
included this pair of words already at that period. 

As the verses on the plaques appear outside a biblical context 

they cannot prove that the blessing was already incorporated into 
the Pentateuch in the early 6th century B.C.E. They also cannot 

prove the existence of a written Pentateuch in the pre-exilic period. 
Only a discovery of biblical scrolls or even a fragment of a biblical 
scroll could serve as such a proof. The plaques can prove only that 
the priestly blessing was already crystallized at that time and proba- 
bly in current use. 

The priestly blessing in its formula in Num. vi 24-6 occurs only 
once in the Bible, in what is known in biblical criticism as P (the 
Priestly source). In his commentary to Num. vi 21-7, G.B. Gray 
writes: "The blessing is introduced by a formula characteristic of 
P (v. 21, 22a ...). But while it formed part of P, there neither has 
been nor can be much doubt felt that it was not composed by P, 
and that it is, consequently, of earlier origin than the date of its 

incorporation in P."12 M. Noth13 in his commentary on Num. vi 
24-6 writes: "It may well belong to the traditions handed down 
from the earlier period and its simplicity of expression would even 

9 M. Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford, 1985), pp. 330-1, 
and nn. 35-43. 

10 Barkay (above, n. 2), p. 30. 
1 Z. Meshel, Kuntillet CAjrud, A Religious Centrefrom the Time of theJudaean Monar- 

chy on the Border of Sinai (The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, Spring 1978, Cat. no. 
175); see also above, n. 10. 

12 A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Numbers (Edinburgh, 1903), p. 71. 
13 Numbers; a Commentary (London, 1968), p. 58 = Das vierte Buch Mose. Numeri 

(Gottingen, 1966), p. 53. 
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Figure 2. 1. Hebrew seals, 7th cent. B.C.E.; 2. Mesad Hashaviyahu letter, ca 
625 B.C.E.; 3. Arad Hebrew ostraca, early 6th cent. B.C.E.; 4. Lachish letters, 
ca 597, 588 B.C.E.; 5. Gibeon jar handles, 6th cent. B.C.E.; 6. Ketef Hinnom 
seal; 7. Ketef Hinnom plaque 1; 8. Ketef Hinnom plaque 2; 9. Khirbet Beit Lei 

inscriptions, 6th cent. B.C.E. 

argue for great antiquity. It is, of course, impossible even approx- 
imately to date its emergence." 

According to Deuteronomy (for example, x 8, xxi 5) it is the duty 
of the whole tribe of Levi to bless the people of Israel in the name 
of God, whereas according to P only the sons of Aaron are 

appointed to this duty (Num. vi 23). There are different opinions 
among scholars about the dating of P. Some date it earlier than 

Deuteronomy which was already crystallized and written in the 
time of Josiah, while other scholars ascribe it to the post-exilic 
period. Reflections and paraphrases of the priestly blessing occur in 
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the Bible in several places. Some of them show early features.14 As 
is well known (Gray [n. 12], p. 72), the closest parallel in the Bible 

appears in Ps. lxvii 2 where three verbs of the priestly blessing 
occur in one and the same verse: 'Ihymyhnnw wybrknw yr pnyw 'tnw 
slh. This is a relatively early, probably pre-exilic reflection of the 
formula in Num. vi 24-5, as this liturgical song seems to belong to 
an early stratum in the book of Psalms.15 

A post-exilic enlarged version of the priestly blessing appears in 
the Rule of the Community (1Q Serekh, I 2)16 found in Qumran. 
The members of the sect were blessed by the priests, the sons of 
Zadok: 

wkl hb ym bsrk hyhdycbwrw bbryt l pny 'l lcswt kkwl 'sr swh ... wbcwbrm bbrytyhyw 
hkwhnym whlwyym mbrkym 't 'l yswcwt ... whkwhnym mbrkym 't kl 'nsy gwrl '1 

hhwlkym tmym bkl drkyw w wmrym ybrkkh bkwl twb wysmwrkh mkl rC wy'yr Ibkh 
bskl hyym wyhwnkh bdct Cwlmym wys' pny hsdyw lkh Islwm Cwlmym. 

A blessing in general is a certain kind of prayer-a prayer for 

somebody else as against a prayer for oneself.'7 The priestly bless- 

ing belongs to the group of strictly formulated prayers which are 

part of certain ceremonies. In prayers of this kind the formula had 
an automatic validity as securing the blessing. The fact that a cer- 
tain power was attributed to the uttering or writing of certain words 
is reflected already in the Bible, as for example the uttering of the 
divine name in an oath and the prohibition to utter it in vain (Exod. 

14 For occurrences of the terminology of the priestly blessing in the Bible see 
Gray (above, n. 12), pp. 72-4; see also Fishbane (above, n. 9), pp. 330-2. 

15 The songs in the book of Psalms, which differ in style and in contents as well 
as in linguistic features, were probably a product of a school of priestly liturgists 
serving in the temple. It is not unlikely that this practice began already in pre- 
Davidic times. From the linguistic point of view there are no late or post-exilic 
features in Ps. lxvii (see Avi Hurvitz, The Transition Period in Biblical Hebrew, A 
Study in Post-Exilic Hebrew and its Implications for the Dating of Psalms [Hebrew] 
[Jerusalem, 1972]). This chapter belongs to the group of psalms which are called 
"songs of the kingdom of God". Some scholars (for example H.J. Kraus, Psalmen 

[5th edn, Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1978]) ascribe those songs to the post-exilic period 
because of eschatological ideas of universalism which they find in them. Other 
scholars (see for example Y. Kaufmann, Toledot Ha)emuna ha-Yisre1elit 1/3 [2nd 
edn, Tel-Aviv, 1952], pp. 612-23) argue for a "pre-prophetical" universalism. 
For an "aggadic exegesis of Num. 6:23-7" in Mal. i 6-ii 9 see Fishbane (above, 
n. 9), pp. 329-34. See also idem, "Form and Reformulation of the Biblical Priestly 
Blessing", JAOS 103 (1983), pp. 115 ff. 

16 Jacob Licht, The Rule Scroll, A Scrollfrom the Wilderness of Judaea (Jerusalem, 
1965), p. [67]. 

17 Encyclopaedia Biblica (Hebrew) 8 (Jerusalem, 1982), cols 898, 913. 
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xx 7; Deut. v 11); the relation between blessings and curses (e.g. 
Lev. xxvi and Deut. xxviii) and the belief that a blessing can annul 
a curse (udg. xvii 2). The aspect of the validating power attributed 
to the strict formula of the priestly blessing is reflected also in later 

Jewish sources. When discussing the proper way to utter the 

priestly blessing the Mishna says it has to be pronounced in 
Hebrew (Mishna Sota VII 2): w lw n mryn blswn hqds ... brkt 

khnym ...; and in PT Megilla IV 11: brkt khnym nqr'wt wl' 

mytrgmwt-the priestly blessing is read and not translated (accord- 
ing to another version brkt khnym 1P nqr)t wl) mytrgmt-the priestly 
blessing is not read nor translated, meaning it was said by heart18). 
The question whether the divine name should be pronounced in the 

temple alone or also outside the temple is also discussed in many 
places in the Mishna, Talmud and Midrash19 referring to the verse 
"And they shall put my name upon the children of Israel ..." 

(Num. vi 27), as for example (Sifre Zuta 6.27): 'w bmqds mbrkyn 
w yn mbrkyn bgbwlyn. 'mrt "bkl mqwm 'r 'zkyr 't smy" 'p bgbwlyn. 'I' 
sbgbwlyn 'mr sls brkwt wbmqds 'mr brkh 'ht. 

There is a close relation between the attribution of power to the 

strictly formulated prayer and to the uttering of the divine name, 
as reflected in the Bible, and between the use of the divine name 
and of verses from the Bible on amulets and incantations in order 
to secure a blessing or to protect from evil. Amulets of this kind 
from the 4th to 7th centuries C.E., some of them incised on metal 
and rolled up in a similar way to the two silver plaques from Ketef 
Hinnom, were found in various places in the area of Palestine, 
Syria and Asia Minor. Incantations of a similar character appear 
also on incantation bowls from Babylon from about the same 

period, in Jewish Aramaic, in Syriac and in Mandaic. The use of 
amulets and incantations was widespread during this period and 
also later as is reflected in early magic literature in Hebrew and in 

magical texts from the Cairo Geniza.20 

18 J. Heinemann, "brkt hkhnym ... 1) nqr't wl) mytrgmt", in A. Shinan (ed.), 
Studies In Jewish Liturgy (Jerusalem, 1981), p. 90. 

19 Cf. BT Sota 38b. The various references to this blessing in late Jewish 
sources are gathered in M.M. Kasher, Torah Shelemah 37, Numbers (Jerusalem, 
1982), pp. 94-112 (in Hebrew). 

20 Joseph Naveh and Shaul Shaked, Amulets and Magic Bowls (Jerusalem and 
Leiden, 1985). 
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Among the verses from the Bible cited on some of those amulets 
and incantations the priestly blessing is represented many times.21 
The priestly blessing is appropriate for use in magical contexts 
because of its inner structure. It is built up of three verses in a 

pyramid-like structure, the number of words increasing from 3 in 
the first verse to 5 in the second and to 7 in the third. The name 
YHWH is repeated three times. The number of the letters is 
6022-all these numbers have a magical connotation. 

It has already been shown23 that there may also be a relation 
between amulets and the Tefillin which are bound on the forehead 
and on the hand. It is possible that in early times the Tefillin were 
similar in form to amulets as they were also in a later period. A 
Tefilla of silver-tplh zy ksp-is mentioned in a papyrus from Edfu 
from the 3rd century B.C.E. (Cowley 8124). The meaning of the 
word there is uncertain. The word for amulet in Hebrew is qmc.25 
In talmudic literature there are warnings against making the 
Tefillin in a form similar to amulets. For example: "If the 

phylactery was made in form of an amulet, the phylactery is unfit 
for use" (Masseket Tefillin 2).26 

It is obvious that the silver plaques from Ketef Hinnom cannot 
solve the problem of the time of the composition of the Pentateuch. 
As was said above, it can prove only the existence of the priestly 
blessing in the pre-exilic period. It is possible that the rolled silver 

plaques were used as amulets to protect their owners from evil and 
to bring upon them the blessing of YHWH, not very different from 
the use of amulets in later times. Because of the priestly context in 
which the blessing appears in the Bible and also in the Rule of the 

Community from Qumran, there still remains the question 
whether in early times such amulets were commonly used or only 
by priests. 

21 For an example of the use of the priestly blessing in an amulet from the 
Geniza see Naveh-Shaked (above n. 20), Geniza 7, p. 238. In lines 33-7 the whole 
blessing appears, and also the phrase 'nqtm pstm pspsym dyw nsym which stands for 
the 22 first letters of the priestly blessing: ybrkk yhwh wysmrk y'r yhwh (cf. J. 
Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic and Superstition [New York, 1939], pp. 92-4; see also 
spr rzy'l hml'k, p. 19). 

22 Those features, which characterize the biblical text, are not present in the 
text recorded in the amulets. 

23 See, for example, Mishna Shabbat VI 2 and BT Shabbat 61a-62a. 
24 A. Cowley, Aramaic Papyri of the Fifth Century B.C. (Oxford, 1923), p. 192. 
25 The verb qmc seems to mean "to tie"; see BT Bekorot 30b: mcih b)'h 'ht sTnyst 

lhbr whyth qwmct 'l ydyw tpylyn. 
26 M. Higger, Seven Minor Treatises (New York, 1930), p. 24 (Hebrew). 
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